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Young Children’s Information Seeking Practices in Center-Based Child Care
Introduction
In the United States in 2016, children between the ages of 3 and 5 years of age who were
not enrolled in kindergarten spent an average of 29.5 hours per week in non-parental care (U.S.
Department of Education, 2017). Nearly 61% of these children spent at least a portion of this
time in center-based child care, which includes preschools, Head Start programs, day care
centers, and other early childhood programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). Research has
demonstrated the long-lasting impact of high-quality center-based child care on a child’s overall
well-being, with positive long-term outcomes identified in areas such as employment rates,
income levels, educational attainment, substance use, and involvement in the justice system
(Campbell et al., 2012; Reynolds et al., 2011; Schweinhart et al., 2005). In the short-term, centerbased child care has been shown to support young children’s cognitive, language, literacy,
numeracy, communication, social, and other school readiness skills (Ansari and Winsler, 2012,
2016; Burchinal et al., 2000; Gormley et al., 2005; Lee, 2005; Loeb et al., 2007; Votruba-Drzal
et al., 2013). Although center-based child care has been recognized as an important setting for
the support and development of young children’s emerging literacy practices and other school
readiness skills, the ways in which center-based child care may also be a setting in which young
children engage in information practices has rarely been addressed in the literature. This is
despite the fact that, as Stewart (2016) notes, information seeking skills are increasingly being
included in pre-kindergarten curriculum standards, indicating an acknowledgement by the
educational community of the importance of information practices for children’s learning and
development. This study seeks to address this gap by examining young children’s information
seeking practices within the context of a child care center, using a combination of research
methods that privilege the children’s own perspectives of their activities and experiences.
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Literature Review
Practitioners and researchers in library and information science have explored the ways in
which library collections and services can support both the children in center-based child care
and their care providers. Typically, focus is placed on areas such as emergent literacy and other
skills believed to contribute to children’s school readiness. Examples of the ways in which
libraries provide support for young children in center-based child care settings include: the
provision of reading programs and story times at libraries specifically for children in child care
(Arnold, 2002; Hinton and Amodio, 1995); providing story time outreach (Cahill, 2004; Hinton
and Amodio, 1995; Ptacek, 2016) and literacy training (Fehrenbach, Hurford, and Fehrenbach,
1998; Ptacek, 2016) at child care centers; and sharing the library’s collections with child care
centers through visits from the library’s bookmobile (Hinton and Amodio, 1995) or temporary
loans of portions of the library’s collection (Arnold, 2002; Bagley, 2000; Hinton and Amodio,
1995). Libraries also work to support child care providers by: promoting the use of library
collections and services for professional development (Edwards and Thornton, 2013; Hinton and
Amodio, 1995); providing lists of developmentally appropriate materials to use with children
(Hinton and Amodio, 1995); creating and loaning story time kits that include books and related
toys and activities for use with the children under their care (Smuda, 2002); and hosting
workshops and other training sessions related to early childhood development (Arnold, 2002)
and early literacy (Ghoting, Rogers, and Stotlz, 2017; Romero and Armstrong, 2017; Smuda,
2002). However, little attention has been paid to the ways in which young children’s emerging
information practices can be similarly supported in center-based child care settings, either by
library services and collections or by their care providers.
Young Children’s Information Practices
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Spink and Heinstrom (2011) have argued that information behavior i emerges in early
childhood, specifically somewhere between 3 and 5 years of age. Scholars have pointed to
cognitive abilities such as information processing capacity, knowledge base, and affective
orientations (Byrnes and Bernacki, 2013), as well as physical, language, and social development
as factors that “set the foundation for information behaviour” (Spink and Heinstrom, 2011: 247).
Although early childhood has been identified as a crucial time period in the development of
competencies and skills underlying information behavior, young children (those eight years of
age and younger) have received scant attention in the body of literature concerned with
information needs, seeking, and use overall. This is especially true of children under six years of
age, as the majority of research concerned with children and youth focuses on those of school
age (Shenton, 2004b; Spink and Heinstrom, 2011), with such studies frequently conducted in
school settings (e.g., Beautyman and Shenton, 2009; Cooper, 2002, 2004; Enochsson, 2005;
Gross, 2006; Shenton and Dixon, 2003a, 2003b; Spink, Danby, Mallan et al., 2010). Schools
offer a number of advantages for researchers interested in children and youth, primarily because
these institutions offer ready access to a large number of children of various ages and
backgrounds who are co-located for extended periods of time (Shenton, 2004a). However, as the
majority of U.S. states do not require children to attend school until 6 years of age or older
(Diffey and Steffes, 2017), alternative research locations must be identified in order to
investigate the information behaviors of this younger population.
Writing in 2011, Spink and Heinstrom note that “we currently have no evidence of
information behaviour in three-year-old children” (253). However, in recent years several
researchers have included children three years of age or even younger in their investigations of
information needs, seeking, and use. In this work, the home has increasingly been utilized as a
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research site. For example, Agarwal (2014) observed a single child’s use of touch devices from 2
to 4 years of age for a variety of purposes, including playing games, using educational apps, and
searching for and watching videos, often relying on her parents for assistance with her
information seeking activities. Given et al. (2016) also examined young children’s technology
use in the home, using video recordings of 3- to 5-year-old children engaging with information
technology either independently or in collaboration with family members. The children in this
study made use of information technology such as computers, tablets, smart phones, and ereaders as part of their play and literacy and numeracy activities, also engaging in everyday life
information activities (Given et al., 2016). Barriage and Searles (2015) also focused on the home
as sites of information seeking activities, examining the questions girls 3- to 6-years of age asked
of family members during everyday interactions.
Other work involving young children over 3 years of age also provides evidence of their
existing information practices. For example, research has investigated children’s understandings
of the concept of ‘information’, demonstrating that these understandings change with age. In
Shenton and Dixon’s (2003a) study of children 4 to 18 years of age, children 6 years of age and
older provided verbal articulations of their understanding of the concept of ‘information’, with
older children providing more complex explanations than younger children. Although 4- and 5year-old participants did not provide verbal articulations of their understanding of this concept,
some of the 5-year-old participants articulated their understanding through drawings, and
children of all ages provided examples of ways information could be obtained (Shenton and
Dixon, 2003a). This demonstrates that even though the word ‘information’ may not be one with
which young children are familiar or that they can verbally define, they understand the
fundamental underlying concepts. Children at this young age have also demonstrated their ability
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to categorize information, with kindergarten children organizing information in ways consistent
with their own personal experiences and children in the fourth grade making use of
categorizations that are more abstract and more closely resemble adult categorization schemes
(Cooper, 2004). Young children have reported using a variety of information sources in meeting
their own information needs, including books and computers (Havigerová and Haviger, 2014;
McKechnie, 2006), television (Havigerová and Haviger, 2014), and other people (Shenton and
Dixon, 2003b). In other research studies, young children have been observed making use of
interpersonal interactions (Barriage & Searles, 2015; Stewart, 2016), computers and handheld
devices (Agarwal, 2014; Given et al., 2016), school resources (Beautyman and Shenton, 2009;
Cooper, 2002; Gross, 2006), library catalogues (Creel, 2014), and search engines (Spink et al.,
2010), although with varying levels of success and assistance required. Additionally, parents
have reported that young children make use of a variety of resources in addressing their
information needs, including interpersonal interactions, digital and print media, various
institutions such as libraries and museums, and internal sources such as their imagination
(Barriage, 2016a).
Researching Information Practices with Young Children
While young children’s understanding of the concept of ‘information’ may only be
emerging, such an understanding is not a prerequisite for children’s participation in research
investigating the ways in which they engage with information. Even those children in Shenton
and Dixon’s (2003a) work who did not provide verbal articulations of their understandings of
‘information’ were nonetheless able to discuss information seeking strategies when it was
described as a way of “finding out” something. Thus, the exclusion of children under 6 years of
age from the information behavior literature is not because children this young do not engage in
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information activities, but rather reflects the failure of researchers to recognize and appreciate
these activities, as well as the perceived difficulties that researching the information activities of
such a young group of individuals may pose. As Julien et al. (2011) note, questionnaires and
interviews are the most commonly used methods in information behavior research. Young
children’s emerging verbal (McKechnie, 2000; Xu et al., 2020) and literacy skills (Cooper 2002),
as well as their developing cognitive abilities (Xu et al., 2020), have been noted as potential
barriers to their participation in such research.
In other fields such as childhood studies, researchers have worked to develop research
methods that enable the direct engagement of young children in research. This direct engagement
offers the potential to enrich our understanding of children’s experiences. As Dahl (2014) notes,
children have unique perspectives that can add to our understanding of any phenomena that
involves them in some way. By paying attention to children’s experiences researchers can gain a
better understanding of why they behave in the ways that they do (Greene and Hill, 2005). Many
researchers who work with children have cited ethnography as an appropriate way to gain insight
into children’s experiences and to make room for the inclusion of children’s voices within the
research process (Corsaro, 2003; James, 2001; McKechnie, 2000). James (2001) advocates for
researchers to go beyond mere observation in studying children’s experiences, suggesting the
incorporation of other, more child-centered activities in the research process. The use of
concrete, task-centered activities (Barriage, 2018; James, Jenks, and Prout, 1998) in the
interview setting has been shown to create a richer interaction between the researcher and the
child (Danby, Ewing, and Thorpe, 2011) and may help to make the child more comfortable
(Johnson, Hart, and Colwell, 2014).
Conceptual Frameworks
Information Seeking Practices
6

In this study, young children and their information seeking activities are viewed through
a sociocultural lens. Specifically, information seeking and other types of engagement with
information are understood as being a part of social practices, “the concrete and situated
activities of interacting people, reproduced in routine social contexts across time and space”
(Rosenbaum, 1993: 239). The information practice approach has been positioned as distinct from
the information behavior approach, in that it focuses on the sociocultural context in which people
engage with information, rather than taking an individualistic, cognitive stance (Savolainen,
2007).
McKenzie (2003) has developed a model of information seeking practices that is used to
guide this study. In McKenzie’s model, four modes of information seeking have been identified
– active seeking, active scanning, non-directed monitoring, and obtaining information by proxy
(see Figure 1), as well as two phases of information seeking – connecting and interacting with
information sources. In this model, information sources can take any number of forms, including
other people and documents. McKenzie (2003) identifies a number of specific information
practices within these four modes and two phases, including asking spontaneous and pre-planned
questions, active observation, browsing, and receiving information from others.
[ Insert Figure 1 here ]
Guided Participation
In line with this socio-cultural approach to understanding children’s engagement with
information, this study also takes a socio-cultural approach to understanding children’s
development. Such approaches, heavily influenced by the work of Vygotsky (1978), view
learning as a social process. Rogoff (1990, 2003) has extended Vygotsky’s work in her
conceptualization of cognitive development as guided participation. According to Rogoff
7

(2003), learning and development are processes of “changing participation in the socio-cultural
activities” of the communities to which children belong (11). This participation is guided by
important individuals in children’s lives, including parents, family members, and teachers, and
involves children and their companions working together to achieve shared understanding of and
structure participation in the activities of a child’s community (Rogoff, 1990). According to
guided participation, children learn and develop through observation and direct participation in
community activities, through their interactions with others, and by engaging in community
narratives and routines (Rogoff, 2003). This guidance can be provided through “face-to-face and
side-by-side interaction as well as more distal arrangements of people’s activities” (Rogoff,
Baker-Sennett, Lacasa et al., 1995: 46). Guided participation is distinct from other sociocultural
approaches to development in two ways. First, while the guidance of more competent or
experienced others is consistent with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, Rogoff (1990)
argues that guided participation places more emphasis on children’s active role in the
development process. And secondly, guided participation focuses less on “explicit and even
didactic dialogue that has characterized Vygotskian theory as well as American views of
socialization” (Rogoff, 1990: 16), recognizing that learning also occurs in the routine, mundane
activities of daily life.
Research Objectives
To date, the information practices of children 3 to 5 years of age in settings outside of the
home or school have not been a focus of research. This is despite the fact that large numbers of
children spend a significant amount of time in child care, including center-based child care
settings. Additionally, research that is concerned with young children’s information needs,
seeking, and use has tended to rely on video recordings or reports from parents, caregivers,
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teachers, and other significant adults in children’s lives about children’s activities. While some
attempts have been made to explore the ways in which young children understand the concept of
‘information’ and articulate strategies of information seeking, these studies have been limited to
children of school age. The present study seeks to address the gaps in the literature identified
above in considering the following research questions:
1. How do children 3-5 years of age define the concept of ‘information’?
2. What information seeking activities do 3-5-year-old children engage in within a centerbased child care setting?
Methods
Setting
The research study used convenience sampling, taking place in a class of 3- to 5-year-old
children (the ‘Chickadee’ ii class) at a university-affiliated child care center in the northeastern
United States. The Chickadee class is lead by a head teacher with the assistance of a full-time
assistant teacher, part-time aides, and undergraduate fieldwork students. The child care center
also has a class for children under 3 years of age.
Participants
The participants in this study included 13 of the 14 children in the Chickadee class and
their assistant teacher. The child participants included two 3-year-olds, eight 4-year-olds, and
three 5-year-olds iii. Six of the participants were boys and seven of the participants were girls.
Many of the children in the Chickadee class spoke languages in addition to English; eight of the
children were observed speaking in a language other than English in the child care center, and
one additional child disclosed that he speaks a language other than English at home. All thirteen
children participated in each stage of the research study.
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After obtaining approval from the researcher’s institutional review board to conduct this
study, additional approval was obtained from the child care center’s research director. Parental
consent was obtained from the parents of all child participants, and assent was obtained from
each child prior to the interviews and photo tours. Permission to use the children’s photographs
was obtained from the parents of nine children.
Data Collection
This study used an ethnographic approach to understanding children’s information seeking in
their day care setting. Accordingly, multiple methods of participatory qualitative data collection
were used, including participant observation, interviews, child-led tours, and child-generated
photography. Child-led tours and child-generated photography are types of task-centered
activities that have been successfully used in previous research with young children (e.g.,
Einarsdottir, 2005; Green, 2012; Merewether, 2015; Robson and Mastrangelo, 2017; Templeton,
2020; Waller, 2014; Xu et al., 2020). Child-led tours are a type of “mobile interview” in which a
child or a group of children lead the researcher through a physical space in response to some type
of prompt by the researcher (Johnson, Hart, Colwell et al., 2014: 42). Child-generated
photography similarly involves the children taking photographs in response to the researcher’s
prompt (Clark-Ibanez, 2008). In both of these methods, children are positioned as experts of their
own realities and hold more power within the research interaction than they would in more
traditional types of heavily researcher-led interviews (Einarsdottir, 2005; Green, 2012; Johnson,
Hart, Colwell et al., 2014). These methods of data collection are also particularly advantageous
when conducting research with young children as they decrease reliance on verbal
communication, allowing children to draw on other means of communication to share their
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experiences with the researcher (Clark-Ibanez, 2008; Einarsdottir, 2005; Green, 2012; Johnson,
Hart, Colwell et al., 2014).
Data collection for this research study proceeded as follows:
•

Approximately thirty hours of observation of the children during their normal classroom
routine over four months: In addition to directly observing and documenting via field
notes the children’s information practices in the classroom, the researcher was able to
become familiar with the individual children, as well as the classroom language and
culture.

•

Initial semi-structured individual interviews with children: The children were asked
about their understanding of the concept of ‘information’ and the strategies they use to
satisfy gaps in their knowledge.

•

Individual child-led photo tours of the child care classroom: The children were asked to
take the researcher on a tour of the classroom and to talk about people and objects in the
classroom that help them find out new things. The children used an iPhone in order to
take pictures of these people and objects during the tour; only one of the children needed
to be instructed on the use of this device to take pictures. The children wore a lapel
microphone connected to a small voice recorder that fit in their pockets in order to record
their responses during this photo tour.

•

Unstructured individual photo-elicitation interviews with the children: The children were
given physical copies of the photographs that they had taken during the photo tour and a
photo album in which to put them. They were asked to identify the people and objects in
the photographs and to explain how these people and objects help them find out new
things.
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All interviews and photo tours were video- or audio-recorded, except for one child for
whom parental consent for recording was not obtained and two children who did not assent to the
recording of one of their research interactions. In these cases, notes were taken during the
interviews. For more information about the methods used in this study, please see Barriage
(2016b).
Data Analysis
Field notes and transcripts of child-led photo tours and interviews were analyzed for
common themes related to information sources and seeking strategies via the constant
comparative method, using open and axial coding (Charmaz, 2014). Content analysis (Rose,
2016) was used to analyze the children’s photographs. The data gathered using the various
methods described above were then examined holistically, with particular attention paid to
recurring themes and any apparent contradictions that surfaced.
Findings
Defining Information
The majority of the children in this study indicated that they were not familiar with the
word ‘information,’ and were not able to provide a definition of the concept when asked. Two of
the children provided tentative definitions that do not match adult understandings of the concept.
Jacob, age 5, stated “I think it’s toys. Of course it’s not toys.” When asked why not, he replied
“Because that doesn’t sound like the word toys.” Olivia, age 4, stated “It might mean something
not nice.” Gavin, age 3, did not provide an explanation of the concept but when asked if he was
familiar with the word, he stated “I know it, but I don’t know the word to call it.” As the children
were not familiar with the word ‘information’, other words and phrases were used in subsequent
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interviews, such as ‘finding out new things’ (consistent with the work of Shenton and Dixon,
2003b).
Ways of ‘Finding Out New Things’
During the child-led photo tours, all thirteen children took photographs of people and
objects in the classroom. In total, the children took 804 photographs. Duplicate photographs were
removed before content analysis was completed, leaving 474 photographs. iv Table 1 shows the
results of the content analysis of these 474 photographs. The miscellaneous category includes
photographs of objects that only one child photographed. Note that this table reflects all
photographs taken by the children, not only those for which the child provided an accompanying
verbal articulation of how the particular object(s) or person(s) contributed to their information
seeking practices.
Table 1. Contents of photographs taken by participants
Number of Photographs

Number of Children Who

Taken

Took Photographs

Children

111

10

Children & Adults

30

8

Teacher(s)

15

4

Researcher

11

6

Other Adults

3

1

Category
People

Areas of the Child Care
Center

13

Shelving

30

7

Classroom

20

4

Activity Tables

19

6

Floor

13

2

Hallway

11

3

Tabletops

9

2

Carpet Area

7

3

Classroom Door

5

3

Cubbies

5

3

Classroom Library

4

4

Interview Room

2

1

Wall

2

1

Toys

66

10

Artwork & Crafts

26

7

Birthday Display

17

5

Posters

11

5

9

6

Books

8

5

Computer

6

4

Air Conditioner

6

4

Sensory Table

5

2

Objects

Calendar & Leader
Board

14

Adults’ Belongings

4

3

Miscellaneous

12

7

Unidentifiable

7

4

“You use our brains”: Finding out new things on one’s own. Several of the children
interviewed in this study described information seeking activities that they undertake on their
own, without assistance from other people or pre-existing external information sources. For
example, when asked how he finds out something he doesn’t already know, Noah, age 4, replied
“You use our brains.” Jacob also described relying on his own skills in finding out something
new, providing an example of a potential scenario in which he would need to do so: “Count on
fingers. Like when I’m doing a math question and I don’t know the answer.” In both of these
instances, Noah and Jacob described relying on their own existing knowledge and skills to
address gaps in their knowledge.
Another means of finding out new things on one’s own involved creating new sources of
information that could be referred to in the future, as described by three of the children during
the photo tours and photo-elicitation interviews. For example, after taking a photo of a fire alarm
in the hallway of the child care center, Charlotte, age 5, stated “I got some photos of that because
what if we don’t know where it is? Then that will remind us” (see Figure 2). Similarly, Audrey,
age 4, noted that she photographed the researcher “because I need to remember you.” Both
Charlotte and Audrey explicitly articulated the taking of photographs as a means of creating
information sources for their own possible future information needs.
[ Insert Figure 2 here ]
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“She helps me learn”: Finding out new things through interactions with others.
Interacting with and observing others was an important component of the Chickadees’
information practices, and was mentioned by the children during all stages of data collection.
People, including both children and adults, were the most frequently photographed category, and
discussions of the role others played in helping the children find out new things were common.
Throughout data collection, the Chickadees highlighted the importance of their
classmates in contributing to their information practices. As shown in Table 1, ten of the thirteen
children photographed their classmates during the child-led photo tours; as Olivia explained, “I
took a picture of Audrey because she helps me learn.” The Chickadees contributed to the
information practices of their peers through both interaction and observation. For example,
during circle time one day, the researcher observed an instance of peers helping to fill knowledge
gaps through informal interaction. After the teacher announced that the class would be having
burgers for lunch that day, Rachel, age 5, asked “What’s a burger?”. The teacher did not respond,
so Rachel repeated her question to Charlotte. Charlotte explained that a burger is “two buns with
something in the middle.” In addition to asking specific questions of their peers, the Chickadees
also engaged in observation of their classmates as a means of finding out new things. For
example, in response to something Maria, age 3, said while picking out books to read on the
carpet, Rachel gave Maria a thumbs up. Rachel held her hand up for an extended period of time
while Maria mimicked her action, maintaining the gesture until Maria successfully produced a
thumbs up. As these examples illustrate, children acted as sources of information for their peers
within their everyday interactions and were identified by their peers as such.
The Chickadees also discussed ways in which the adults in the child care center
contributed to their information practices. Asking the teacher was a frequently cited strategy for
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fulfilling information needs, and the children took many pictures of the primary teacher, as well
as the student teachers and the researcher. Noah explained that the student teachers “teach me a
lot of things,” and in reference to the researcher stated, “You teach me… a lot of new things…
while you chat with me.” The Chickadees frequently took advantage of opportunities to ask the
adults present in the day care center questions about a variety of topics, sometimes related to the
formal curriculum of the daycare but often related to their own curiosities. For example, after
one of the teacher’s aides arrived at the child care center with a knee injury, Audrey and Maria
asked many questions about her knee brace, crutches, and the x-rays she had done at the hospital.
These examples demonstrate the importance of informal interactions with teachers and other
adults to the Chickadees’ information seeking practices.
“This helps me find out everything”: Finding out new things through classroom
resources, activities and routines. In addition to responding to children’s questions, the
classroom activities and routines implemented by the teachers also contributed significantly to
the Chickadees’ information practices. Many of these activities and routines were part of circle
time, specific periods throughout the day when the Chickadees sat in a circle on the carpet and
participated in various didactic activities led by the head teacher. Although the Chickadees did
not directly name circle time as an opportunity to address their knowledge gaps, they frequently
photographed things in the classroom that highlight the importance of this routine to their
information practices. For example, as shown in Table 1, six of the children photographed the
classroom calendar, a resource that was used in circle time on a daily basis. The teacher used the
calendar to teach numbers, days of the week, years, and, as Lily, age 3, noted in her description
of the calendar below, weather and seasons (see Figure 3). The calendar also served as a means
of noting the Chickadees’ birthdays:
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This helps me find out what weather it is… [pauses and examines photographs] These
two help me find out what season it is. . . This helps me find out everything ‘cause this is
the calendar. . . So it’s today, this day [points at calendar]. And [classmate]’s birthday is
here. So that’s why he’s wearing a crown.
[ Insert Figure 3 here ]
The Chickadees also photographed other posters, artwork, and displays that were on the
walls of the classroom, and identified how these items contributed to the information practices of
both themselves and others. For example, in discussing a display on the classroom wall
indicating each Chickadee’s birth date and age, Audrey explained that these were on the wall “so
the library teacher knows we are four or three or five.” Other photographed items included a
poster illustrating the main food groups and ideal portion sizes (see Figure 4), a poster
demonstrating how to write the letters of the alphabet (see Figure 5), and the children’s artwork
(see Figure 6).
[ Insert Figure 4 here ]
[ Insert Figure 5 here ]
[ Insert Figure 6 here ]
Other aspects of classroom routine that the children photographed and discussed as part
of their information practices included toys (see Figure 7), books (see Figure 8), and the
classroom computer. Interestingly, the children were typically not allowed to use the computer
but observed the teacher using it on many occasions. Rachel offered the following account of
how the teachers used the computer as an information resource:
18

Interviewer: So only the teachers use the computer?
Rachel: Yeah
Interviewer: Chickadees never use it?
Rachel: Yeah
Interviewer: What do the teachers use it for?
Rachel: For, for like sometime make some playdough and make some new things and
check the temperature outside to go outside to play
[ Insert Figure 7 here ]
[ Insert Figure 8 here ]
Summary of findings. The majority of the children in this study did not provide definitions of
the concept of ‘information’; those definitions that were provided do not fit within adult
understandings of the concept. In a traditional interview setting, some of the children described
strategies that could be used to address gaps in their knowledge, including asking questions of
others and figuring it out on one’s own. When given the opportunity to photograph items and
people in the child care center and to talk about those photographs, the children articulated more
and more varied strategies of finding out new things. These included engaging with text- and
image-based posters and displays in the classroom, books, toys, teachers, classmates, and the
computer, and observing others’ activities in the classroom. Some of the children also discussed
their photographs as sources of information, separate from the people and items that these
photographs depicted.
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Discussion
This study examined the ways in which 3- to 5-year-old children define the concept of
information and engage in information seeking activities within the context of their center-based
child care classroom. While none of the children provided definitions that reflected an
understanding of the term ‘information’, consistent with prior research in this area (e.g., Shenton
and Dixon, 2003a), many took pictures of and articulated ways in which they engaged with
people and objects within the child care center as part of their information seeking activities.
Using photo tours and photo-elicitation, the children described engaging with information in
many different ways, including interacting with teachers, observing classmates, playing with
toys, reading books, viewing posters, and creating artwork. The information seeking activities
described by the children were largely consistent with those the researcher observed the children
engaging in within the day care classroom. These activities spanned the modes and phases of
information seeking identified by McKenzie (2003) and reflected the processes of guided
participation as outlined by Rogoff (1990, 2003).
The ways in which the children in the Chickadee class described finding out new things
included information seeking activities that are consistent with prior research focused on
children’s information practices, as well as activities that go beyond those explored in previous
research. For example, the Chickadees described finding out new things on their own by making
use of their existing knowledge and skills. This is consistent with prior research in which parents
have described their children seeking information via internal sources, such as their imagination
or by trying new things (Barriage, 2016a). The Chickadees also described finding out new things
through interactions with others, including talking with and observing others. Other people with
whom the Chickadees interacted and thereby found out new things included not only their
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teachers but also their peers. Other people, including teachers, family members, and peers, have
been noted as important sources of information through direct interactions and observation in
prior research with children (e.g., Barriage and Searles, 2015; Shenton and Dixon, 2003b;
Stewart, 2016). Additionally, the Chickadees described finding out new things through
classroom resources, activities, and routines, photographing and discussing ways in which the
classroom environment contributed to their information seeking practices. Similarly, Robson and
Mastrangelo (2017) report how the environment can act as a “third teacher” in a classroom, with
the spaces and materials physically present in the classroom assisting children in their learning.
However, such an approach to understanding the role of the environment in supporting young
children’s information seeking practices has not been well articulated in the literature.
Interestingly, while digital technology has dominated much discussion of children’s
information practices in other settings (e.g., Agarwal, 2014; Given et al., 2016; Spink et al.,
2010), such technology was discussed very little in the Chickadees’ accounts of their information
seeking. In this particular child care setting, children did not make frequent use of technology in
addressing their information needs. As Rachel noted above, the computer in the Chickadees’
classroom was not made available to the children for their use; instead, it was used by teachers
for tasks such as checking the weather to determine if the children could go outside to play and
for finding ideas for classroom activities. And although other devices such as iPads were
occasionally brought into the classroom for brief periods of play, they were not mentioned by
any of the children when asked to describe ways in which they find out new things. While
contemporary discourse surrounding young children in today’s society is permeated with
references to them as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) or as belonging to the “iGen” (Twenge,
2017) or the “digital generation” (Jukes, McCain, and Crockett, 2010), technology does not
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necessarily dominate all of young children’s environments and everyday life situations. It is
entirely possible that if the children were asked to talk about their information seeking at home
that technology would have played a more prominent role in their reports of their activities.
However, while focusing on children’s use of technology is an important and necessary area of
research, it does not lessen the importance of understanding children’s interactions with physical
documents, other people, and other everyday life, non-technological experiences and the
environments in which these interactions and experiences occur. As the Chickadees’ reports
indicate, these experiences can be integral to their developing information practices.
Implications for Practice
By developing an understanding of children’s perspectives regarding any phenomena that
impacts them, a more complete picture of these phenomena can be constructed (Dahl, 2014). A
more fully developed understanding of young children’s information practices can be used to
inform both child care and information service provision. As has been noted by multiple
scholars, adults who are in a position to make decisions related to the provision of information to
children may not actually have an accurate picture of these children’s information needs (Bates,
1996; Shenton, 2010). One approach to rectifying this situation has been outlined by Agosto
(2020). In reference to library services specifically, Agosto (2020) has advocated for the
adoption of a “teen-centered approach” that takes into account youths’ “thoughts, behaviors,
needs, and preferences” (p. 4) in providing services for this population. She puts forward a threepronged approach to achieving such teen-centeredness, which involves conducting research that
includes youth as participants, incorporating the findings of such research into the design and
implementation of library services, and directly eliciting input from youth at the local level when
designing and implementing such services (Agosto, 2020: 3-4). Although in her writing Agosto
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(2020) focuses specifically on adolescents, the described shifts in thinking about and serving
youth apply equally well to young children.
Increasing young children’s engagement in research related to their information needs
and information seeking practices can increase both the quantity and quality of relevant research
findings, allowing for greater accuracy in our collective understanding of children’s information
practices and the ways in which these information practices can be supported by both child care
providers and information professionals. This expanded knowledge can influence many aspects
of information service and child care provision. For example, relevant research findings that
prioritize children’s perspectives can be used to better inform collection development, reference
services, and programs in libraries, as well as the resources and activities available to children in
relevant child care contexts, that better meet children’s needs and preferences. This applies to
both scholarly research that involves children as research participants, as well as elicitations of
children’s perspectives by information or child care professionals as part of their professional
practice. Examples of the latter include children’s direct participation in collection development
(Plemmons, 2017) and planning and implementing events and programming (Wilson, 2018),
while potential examples of the former could include modifying libraries’ policies and physical
layouts based on findings that highlight the importance of social interactions for children’s
information seeking (Taylor et al., 2019) and library use activities (Xu et al., 2020).
In the case of young children’s information practices in center-based child care,
McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices provides a framework through which child
care providers and library staff can intentionally guide children’s participation (Rogoff, 1990,
2003) in the information activities of their communities. These professionals can work to aid
children in both connecting and interacting with information and information sources available in
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the day care context. Importantly, the findings of this study have demonstrated the importance of
both didactic and nondidactic interactions with adults and peers, classroom resources, activities
and routines, as well as strategies children use in figuring out the answers to their information
needs independently of external resources. The children articulated a diverse range of
information seeking strategies; one was not necessarily more important than the others.
Continuing to provide a range of experiences within the day care setting that allow for both
intentional and serendipitous engagement with information is crucial in supporting children’s
information seeking. Acknowledging the important role that center-based child care settings can
play in developing young children’s information seeking practices is a crucial first step in
developing methods of prioritizing and supporting the development of such information
practices.
Limitations
This study took place in a single classroom of a university-affiliated child care center and
thus made use of convenience sampling (Saumure and Given, 2008). Additionally, although
demographic information was not collected, the center serves a population that is relatively
homogenous in terms of the families’ socio-economic status and parents’ education level. Both
of these factors limit the transferability of the findings to other center-based child care contexts.
The nature of the participatory data collection methods used in this study, specifically
their potential to afford the child participants more control over what was discussed during
interactions with the researcher, can in some cases be viewed as a limitation. The children may
have taken pictures and/or shown the researcher areas of the child care center for reasons
unrelated to the researcher’s aims. For example, the children did not always articulate the ways
in which photographed objects such as the air conditioner or adults’ belongings relate to their
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information seeking practices. Additionally, the photographs the children took during the photo
tours were limited to those objects and people that were physically present at the time of the
tours. Finally, after creating the photo albums of their photographs, some of the children showed
their photographs to their teachers and their classmates while on the playground. As the child-led
photo tours and photo-elicitation interviews took place over several weeks, this potentially
influenced the decisions of children who subsequently participated regarding who and what to
photograph.
Future Research Directions
Future research should continue to explore young children’s information practices in a
wider range of center-based child care contexts, including those that are more diverse in terms of
the race and socio-economic status of the children attending the centers, the geographic locations
of the child care centers, and the types of approaches or philosophies underpinning care
provision. Comparative approaches might be particularly fruitful in understanding the impact of
such characteristics on young children’s information practices. Future research should also
investigate the information practices of young children in child care centers that have existing
relationships with local public library services and information service providers.
Future research endeavors in this area should also focus on methodological innovations
that enable researchers to encourage the direct participation of young children in the research
process. The research described here offers one example of a set of methods that were
successfully used to explore young children’s information practices within a child care context.
However, there are many other task-centered activities (Barriage, 2018) and other means of
eliciting young children’s views that can be used in research with young children, and it is
possible that approaches different from those described here may be better suited for exploring
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information practices with this population and within this context. By using different approaches
to data collection than those typically used in information behavior research conducted with
adults, researchers can encourage young children to share their perspectives and experiences,
both in formal and informal research contexts.
Conclusion
This study is the first step in creating a comprehensive picture of young children’s
information practices within a center-based child care setting. The findings of this study have
important implications for child care providers, library staff involved in children’s services, and
researchers interested in the information practices of young children. This study has provided
new insights into young children’s information seeking practices in center-based child care, a
setting that has been relatively unexplored in research in this area to date, using methods that
privilege children’s perspectives of their own activities and experiences.
As James (2007) states, “giving voice to children is not simply or only about letting
children speak; it is about exploring the unique contribution to our understanding of and
theorizing about the social world that children’s perspectives can provide” (p. 262). By
considering children’s reports of their information activities in conjunction with existing theories
of information practices and child development, our understanding of children’s information
practices can gain both depth and breadth. However, including young children in research on its
own is not enough. Such research must also be incorporated into professional practice, along
with the views of the children who make use of local services (Agosto, 2020). By doing so, a
child-centered approach to information services as described by Agosto (2020) can be achieved.
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i

‘Information practices’ and ‘information behavior’ are two terms used to describe the ways in
which people engage with information (Savolainen, 2007). Information behavior is the
predominant lens through which people’s engagement with information has been understood in
the North American context. Generally, information behavior denotes a psychological orientation
to understanding people’s engagement with information, while information practices denotes a
sociological orientation (“Behaviour/practice debate,” 2009). The phrase ‘information practices’
is used to describe the findings of this study, in line with its socio-cultural orientation and the use
of McKenzie’s (2003) model of information practices. The phrase ‘information behavior’ is used
in reference to reviewed literature that has made use of this term, as well as the large body of
literature concerned with people’s engagement with information more generally.
ii
All names are pseudonyms.
iii
As this study was completed over a number of months, the ages reported here reflect the ages
of the children at the time of their participation in the interviews and photo tours.
iv
Duplicate photographs were considered to be multiple photographs of the same person or object
taken in sequence, without a significant change in the camera angle (this typically occurred when
the children made use of the “burst” mode on the iPhone’s camera, which enables the device to
take multiple photographs in rapid succession when the shutter button is held).
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